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THE HISTORY OF DENTISTRY AT HOWARD  
UNIVERSITY
By Frederic Pelham Barrier, D.D.S.
IN A N  attempt to write the history of any organization, it should be the duty of those to whom the task has been delegated to en­
deavor to secure the most authentic facts.
The facts and records concerning the Dental College during its em­
bryonic and early stages are very meager and obscure. These facts have 
been gleaned mainly from two sources, namely, Dr. Daniel S. Lamb’s 
History of the Howard University M edical School, Years i 8g6 to igoo , 
and those in the community who have preserved much of their early 
memories.
About the year 1 881 , and during the fourteenth session of the Medical 
College of Howard University (less than fifty years after the estab­
lishing of the first Dental College at Baltimore and the publishing of 
the first Dental Journal), the growing need for dental service was evi­
dent, both to those teaching and to those studying medicine in connection 
with Freedmen’s Hospital. Many of the students pursuing medicine 
then were destined to locate in small communities where the local doctor 
would be called to administer to his patients in all the branches of 
medical science. So he should know, at least, such minor oral surgery 
as was practiced then, as well as the method for the extraction of teeth. 
Hence, the medical staff of the Hospital and Medical College began, 
in a very simple way, to instruct those desiring dental knowledge, in 
conjunction with their medical studies. Thus was born the meager, but 
firm, foundation for dentistry at Howard and the first Negro dental 
college in America.
It was not long before those in charge, among whom were Doctors 
Hood, Palmer, Purvis, Reyburn, Hodgkins, Graham, Lamb, and 
others, realized sufficient demand to warrant the definite foundation 
of an embryo dental staff and more adequate facilities to instruct dental 
classes.
During the session of 1882-83, the Medical Staff designated Dr. 
James B. Hodgkins, one of its members, to organize regular dental 
classes. At first, like all such undertakings, only a few students availed 
themselves of the facilities. Nevertheless, the apparent lack of interest 
did not forestall the progress of the new organization. It was through 
the efforts of Dr. O. F. Presbrey of the Executive Committee and Dr. 
Purvis, Secretary of the Medical Faculty, that Dr. N. W . Whitcomb
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was called to the faculty. Dr. Whitcomb was one of the pioneer den­
tists who taught Operative Dentistry, and it was he who did much to 
build up the Dental College. He resigned from the faculty in 1885 
and resumed the private practice of dentistry in Buffalo, his former field.
In the announcement for the fifteenth session of the Medical School 
appeared the following: “ Dr. N. W . Whitcomb was Professor of 
Operative Dentistry,” and on page 7 was this notice: “ Instruction in 
Operative Dentistry will be given to those desiring it, under the super­
vision of N. W . Whitcomb, D.D.S., and others, for which a small fee 
will be charged.”
During the session 1882-1883, through the untiring efforts of Dr. 
Whitcomb and Rev. Dr. Harvey, the financial agent of the University, 
a donation of $300.00 was secured from private sources. This sum and 
$100.00 given by the Board of Trustees formed the nucleus for the 
establishment of a Dental Infirmary. This clinic was organized in 
two small rooms on the premises of 1303 Seventh Street N. W . Here, 
through the efforts of our worthy dental pioneers, instructors, and 
friends, two dental chairs and such necessary (second-hand) accessories 
were assembled, and clinical dentistry, in all its branches, was begun.
From the meager records concerning this clinic, little can be gleaned 
as to its accomplishments, but minor fillings, treatments, and extractions 
constituted the extent of the operative field. Nevertheless, this under­
taking supplied a very long-felt need and served, in its feeble way, to 
lay the foundation for a more substantial and systematic clinic yet to 
be created.
With the march of time and the fulfillment of the dental program 
at Howard, the demand for a better and more convenient location of 
the Dental Clinic was realized. Hence, about 1894, more spacious and 
commodious quarters were established in the northeast corner, on the 
floor in the present Dental-Pharmacy Building, then occupied by the 
Hospital. For lectures, three rooms on the third floor of the building 
were used in conjunction with the Medical College.
During 1901, upon the resignation of Dr. A. M . Curtis, the Sur- 
geon-in-Chief of the Hospital, and upon the appointment of Dr. William 
A. Warfield in his stead, the Dental Clinic was removed to the second 
floor of the building. Two back rooms, a small hall room, and a portion 
of the hall, curtained off, constituted the Clinic, office, and waiting 
room, respectively. With these improvements to the clinical quarters 
came somewhat better equipment. There were possibly three or four 
fairly good dental chairs and one or two dental engines to supply the
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TH E D EN TAL CLINIC IN 1901
needs of an average class of ten senior operators, as only seniors, at that 
time, were permitted to operate. Sanitary conditions were poor. One 
small corner of the clinic, about six feet square, was used for sterilizing 
and lavatory purposes. Frequently, those in charge were called upon to 
serve as referees when heated arguments arose over the possession of 
the only good chair or engine.
With the removal of the Hospital to its new home in 1908, the 
Dental Clinic made another step forward and acquired one of the old 
wooden buildings, formerly used as the women’s medical ward. Here 
the Clinic took on new life, with greatly improved sanitary conditions. 
Fifteen new up-to-date dental chairs and dental engines were provided, 
thus eliminating the usual daily disputes of operators, since all had equal 
facilities. Business-like office quarters and a separate room for Exodontia 
were established.
As the years passed, steady improvements were made, and in 1923, in 
order to meet the demand for greater clinical activities and, also, to 
keep abreast with the advancement of dentistry, the Clinic was again 
enlarged by the addition of more floor space, new office and reception 
rooms. Likewise, more chairs, electric dental engines, etc., were added. 
These improvements made it possible to care for the abundance of 
clinical material.
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On com ple­
tion of the new 
medical s tru c ­
ture, the ques­
tion arose as to 
what disposition 
was to be made 
o f  th e  o ld  
“ ward” housing 
the Dental Col­
lege. After nu­
merous confer­
ences and argu­
ments, it was 
decided to reno- 
v a t e the first
and second floors of the old medical building. So, in October, 1927, the 
faculty and students were ushered into well-lighted, airy, and spacious 
quarters. The equipment comprised sixty dental chairs, one-third of 
which were equipped with electric engines and fountain cuspidors. Steam 
and electric sterilizers took the place of the old pan of boiling water, 
and adequate lavatory facilities were provided in order that proper 
sanitary measures might be practiced, as well as taught. In conjunction 
with the main Clinic, there was provided a complete Exodontia section 
with all the latest equipment for the successful manipulation of all 
minor oral operations. A  complete X-ray outfit, with the necessary 
processing accessories, was installed. Likewise, corner sections of the 
main Clinic were equipped for impression work and a private operating 
room.
Not only were the physical conditions improved, but there were 
substantial additions to the teaching staff. Four clinical instructors, 
special nurses, and Exodontia Specialists comprised this additional man 
power. Well-appointed offices, with a visitors’ lobby attached, were pro­
vided. There was added an adequate public waiting room, supplied 
with comfortable seats and literature, both interesting and dentally in­
structive for the young and old.
Thus, through many years of slow, but sure, progress, this branch of 
the University developed, and from it, many of our present-day dental 
practitioners have gone forth.
THE DENTAL CLINIC IN 1908
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At no time has there been a self-satisfied feeling on the part of those 
responsible for the management. Any apparent lack of interest for 
bettering the department has been caused by the shortage of funds. 
Thus, even as this goes to press, the progress of renovations and bene­
ficial changes are noted by the sounds of the mechanics’ hammer and saw.
Having placed before you such salient facts concerning the evolution 
of the physical side of the Dental College as are obtainable, we will 
now endeavor to show the development of the requirements pertinent 
to obtaining a degree of Doctor of Dental Surgery at Howard.
The entrance requirements in the early stages of development were 
not very exacting. For some little time, “ a thorough English educa­
tion,” that is, “ one must have studied the elementary treatises on mathe­
matics,” and “ one must have had a sufficient knowledge of the Latin 
language to understand prescriptions and medical terms in common 
use,” a one-year preceptor’s certificate, and good character were all the 
entrance requirements that were necessary to register for dentistry. 
These requirements continued for a period, but with the upward trend 
of educational requirements in general, the entrance requirements, in­
cluding fees, etc., were gradually advanced. So, by the accompanying 
chart, these changes may be followed from the birth of the Dental 
College to the present time.
The College became an active member of the National Association 
of Dental Faculties, now known as the American Association of Dental 
Schools, in 1904. Each year, the College has been represented by some 
member of the faculty, usually the Dean.
In the next phase of this discourse, we will attempt to name those 
who, by their untiring and unselfish efforts, made the success of this 
department of the University possible. Words cannot express the praise 
and honor that these men deserve. The enterprise was certainly one of 
attempting to “ make bricks without straw.” Lack of money, facilities, 
and students were some of the outstanding discouraging elements. But 
one can readily understand the spirit in which these men labored by 
reading some of the letters to Dr. Daniel S. Lamb which were pub­
lished in his History of the Medical School. The following is a por­
tion of Dr. Whitcomb’s letter to Dr. Lamb concerning the beginning 
of the Dental College:
“ I am sorry to say that I cannot give you a very flattering and glow­
ing account of its beginning, as the work was all new to me, and there 
was so little to do with. However, I did endeavor to do the best I 
could. I gathered together by contributions, through the generosity
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of the S. S. White and Justi Dental Manufacturing Companies and 
the help of the University, itself, sufficient for a nucleus for a dental 
beginning.’ ’
Time and space will not permit the recording here of the many in­
teresting facts and stories concerning the early members of the Dental 
Faculty. Nevertheless, an attempt will be made to place before you the 
names of the pioneers.
Jn the first group, we have Doctors Hood, Purvis, Shadd, Hodgkins, 
Whitcomb, Graham, Hamilton Smith, Ash, Starr Parsons, and Sea­
man. These men were truly worthy trail blazers.
Among the next group is recorded another crew of earnest, self- 
sacrificing workers, namely, Doctors Balloch, McNeill, Marshall, 
Lofton, D. S. Lamb, J .  Melvin Lamb, Gwathney, Wormley, Naylor, 
Gaskins, Weakley, Thomas, Brazier, Scurlock, Howland, Curtis, 
Brown, H. P. Davis, J .  W . Mitchell, I. O. Mitchell, Francis, Hardy, 
Campbell, Wiseman, Gould, J .  L. Davis, Walton, T . W . Edwards, 
and Barrier. Of these groups, many have passed beyond, but there still 
remains a number who are active in their chosen field.
As it is recounted here, the early history of our dental school pre­
sents a noble picture of the heritage which has been handed down to 
those of the present generation engaged in the same pursuit at Howard 
University. And, in the past five years, a new chapter is unfolding it­
self into the annals of our college. Upon its pages are being written 
the record of a consistent “ onward march” toward a more effective in­
stitution. We see conditions steadily improving along all lines: a reor­
ganization of curriculum, a strengthening of the teaching corps, the 
establishment of short post-graduate courses in branches of clinical den­
tistry, the preparation for the introduction of a course for the training 
of dental hygienists next year, the improvement of the physical plant, 
and the augmentation of equipment.
With the advent of this new era in the Dental College, we find a 
number of new faces. These men, imbued with the same spirit to serve, 
like their forerunners, are endeavoring to carry on where our noble 
predecessors left off. Through the incentive given by the generosity of 
the Federal Government and the Board of Trustees of the University, 
greater encouragement and better facilities are aiding greatly toward 
our reaching the ideals and dreams of our pioneer instructors.
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TABULATION OF OFFICERS OF DENTAL COLLEGE
1881-1934
Years Dean or Vice-Dean Secre tary-Trea su re r or Secretary
Superintendent of
Dental Infirmary
1881
to
1890
Dr. Thomas 13. Hood 
(M)
Dr. Chas. B. Purvis 
(M)
Dr. N. W. Whitcomb
(D)
1891 
to
1892
Dr. J. F. R. DuFour 
(■>)*
Dr. Chas. 13. Purvis Dr. Starr Parsons
(D)
1892
to
1896
Dr. Thomas 13. Hood 
(M)* Dr. Charles B. Purvis
Dr. Starr Parsons 
(D)*
1897 
to
1898
Dr. Thomas 13. Hood 
(M)*
Dr. F. J. Shadd 
(M)
Dr. H. Porter Davis 
(D)*
1898
to
1900
Dr. Thomas B. Hood
(M)*
Dr. F. J. Shadd 
(M)
Dr. A. J. Gwathney 
(D)*
1900 
to
1901
Dr. J. B. Hodgkin
(D)
Dr. F. J. Shadd 
(M)
Dr. T. A. Campbell 
(D)*
1902
to
1908
Dr. A. J. Brown
(D )t
Dr. W. C. McNeill 
(M)
Dr. C. S. Wormley
(D)
1908
to
1911
Dr. C. H. Howland 
(D)*
Dr. W. C. McNeill 
(M)*
Dr. C. S. Wormley 
(D)*
1911
to
1929
Dr. A. J. Brown 
(D) t
Emmett Jay Scott 
Secretary-Treasurei
Dr. F. 1>. Barrier 
(D)
1928
to
192'9
Dr. H. P. Davis 
(D) +
(Served as Director)
Emmett Jay Scott 
Secretary-Treasurei
Dr. F. P. Barrier
(D )t
1929
to
1931
Dr. A. B. Donawa
(D)
Emmett Jay Scott 
Secretary-Treasurer
Dr. C. C. Evans
(D)
1931
to
Date
Dr. R. A. Dixon
(D)
Emmett Jay Scott 
Secretary, Jan. 1932 
V. D. Johnston 
Treasurer, Jan. 1932
Dr. C. C. Evans
(D)
(M )—Medical. (D )— Dental.
* Resigned, f  Retired. I Transfer.
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